Introduction
The literature on professionals in organisations has focused on the compatibility of professional values and organisational role demands as well as on the adaptation and commitment of professionals to their employing organisations (Aryee et al., 1991; Liou, 1995) . The incongruity thesis maintains that professionals face a commitment dilemma or an interrole conflict since organisational and professional role requirements are always incompatible (Sorensen and Sorensen, 1974; Schroeder and Imdieke, 1997; Tubre and Collins, 2000) . Moreover, it has been shown that role conflict leads to many negative consequences for professionals and their employing organisations (Jackson and Schuler, 1985; Van Sell et al., 1981) .
The concept of interrole conflict was originally developed in Gouldner's (1958) work, which argued that professionals working in a bureaucratic environment developed two roles: a cosmopolitan role that demands commitment to professional values and skills, and a local role that demands commitment to employing institutions. Consistent with Gouldner's description with other constructs, in other parts of the world. As such, it remains unclear whether findings in this research area can be equally applied to non-Western countries. All in all, there is definitely a need to fill the above research gaps.
The objective of the present study is to investigate the effect of interrole conflict, a form of role conflict commonly experienced by professional accountants, on job satisfaction and propensity to leave. The moderating effect of professional commitment on interrole conflict with the outcome variables will also be explored. We tested our hypotheses on a data set collected from 251 professional accountants employed in firms operating in Hong Kong. Hierarchical regression analyses were conducted for our research purposes.
Literature review
The nature of interrole conflict Social identity theory provides the theoretical background to study interrole conflict and subsequent behavioural patterns. Social identity refers to the salient group classification that individuals give to themselves. An individual internalises the values and preferences of the group as his or her role requirements. By identifying with a group, an individual extends his or her own self to share the group's common destiny, fate, successes and failures. Social identity thus helps define an individuals' self in the social environment while also giving order to that environment (Mael and Ashforth, 1995; Tajfel and Turner, 1985) .
Social identity theory also suggests that an individual may have more than one group identity. In such a case, each group identity would give rise to certain role requirements, and so inconsistent demands may be placed on an individual (Ashforth and Mael, 1989) . Discrepancy of the role requirements may lead to interrole conflict that affects job-related behaviour.
Interrole conflict is a specific type of role conflict. Role conflict is generally defined as the simultaneous occurrence of two or more sets of pressures, such that compliance with one would make compliance with the other more difficult (House and Rizzo, 1972; Kahn et al., 1964; Pandey and Kumar, 1997) . Interrole conflict arises from incompatible role requirements between two or more workrelated roles. Literature dealing with the professions suggests that through various professional associations, professions impose a set of expectations on individual professionals. In general, professionals assimilate an accepted body of knowledge, regulate or govern themselves, follow a code of ethics, and work autonomously (Goode, 1969; Kerr et al., 1977; Vollmer and Miller, 1966) . These elements of professionalism combine to form a shared set of expectations concerning professional behaviour. Organisations also invoke minimal expectations that employees complete certain tasks in return for compensation and, usually, that the performance of these tasks be carried out in a prescribed manner. The goals of an organisation, however, may differ from those of the profession. Since organisations tend to be concerned with survival and Journal of Managerial Psychology 16,6 472 economic imperatives (Grover, 1993) , professional employees may experience divergent organisational and professional expectations concerning the proper forms of role behaviour (Corwin, 1961; Hall, 1968; Sorensen and Sorensen, 1974) . Kahn et al. (1964) have described this as a specific example of interrole conflict in which the role pressures associated with membership of one's organisation are in conflict with the pressures stemming from membership of other groups. Individual professionals who work within a professional organisation frequently experience such interrole conflict (Hrebiniak and Alutto, 1968) . This form of role conflict becomes a concern for management because it generates many negative consequences.
Research hypotheses
According to role theory, when an individual perceives role conflict, he or she will experience strain, become dissatisfied, and perform less effectively (Getzels and Guba, 1954; Rizzo et al., 1970; Schwepker et al., 1997) . Such adverse effects of role conflict on a number of job-related attitudes and types of behaviour have been well documented. Four extensive review articles in this area (of which two were in the form of meta-analyses) have indicated that role conflict has been consistently associated with lower levels of job satisfaction as well as higher propensity to leave an organisation (Fisher and Gitelson, 1983; Jackson and Schuler, 1985; Sullivan and Bhagat, 1992; Van Sell et al., 1981) .
Job satisfaction refers to a worker's general attitude towards his or her job. According to Locke (1976) , job satisfaction is a pleasurable or positive emotional state resulting from the appraisal of one's job and job experiences. Low job satisfaction is always associated with poor work performance and thus it is an important concern for managers. Prior research on role conflict has consistently found job satisfaction to be an important outcome variable (Bedeian and Armenakis, 1981; Kemery, Bedeian, Mossholder and Touliatos, 1985) . In line with these earlier research findings, we hypothesise the following: H1. Interrole conflict will be negatively associated with job satisfaction.
Role conflict invokes a feeling of internal emotional distress that people will attempt to resolve or reduce (Gross et al., 1958; Kahn et al., 1964) . Two types of conflict resolution that have been researched in the professional conflict literature are choice and avoidance (Grover, 1993) . The choice resolution for professional-organisation role conflict is implicit in the local-cosmopolitan literature (Gouldner, 1958; Thornton, 1970; Tuma and Grimes, 1981) which has historically categorised people as highly committed to either the profession (cosmopolitan) or the organisation (local). Individuals may resolve interrole conflict by identifying more with one of these roles and behaving in accordance with that role. Avoidance, which is another possible type of resolution conflict, has been operationalised in the literature as turnover (Sorensen and Sorensen, 1974) . Thus, at its extreme, interrole conflict may cause employees to leave, or at least to have a propensity to leave, their organisation. This relationship has been supported by certain empirical studies (Bedeian and Armenakis, 1981; . Based on the arguments outlined in this paragraph, we put forward the following hypothesis:
H2. Interrole conflict will be positively related to propensity to leave.
As discussed above, less empirical research attention has been given to the moderating variables in the relationship between interrole conflict and the outcome variables. Brierley and Cowton (2000) suggest that the relationships in past research between interrole conflict and job satisfaction and between interrole conflict and propensity to leave were ambiguous. These ambiguities might be influenced by a moderator effect.
We contend that one possible moderator is professional commitment, which refers to``dedication to the work and the long-term aspirations of the profession'' (Bartol, 1979) . As Morrow (1993) has pointed out, professional commitment is a rather stable type of work commitment facet that can transcend situational and personal influences. Brierley (1999) has argued that as professional commitment is a professionally-oriented attitude while job satisfaction and propensity to quit are organisationally-oriented attitudes, the relationships between professional commitment and job satisfaction as well as propensity to quit are weak. Although professional commitment may not be directly related to job satisfaction and propensity to quit, we suggest that it may moderate the relationship between interrole conflict and propensity to quit.
According to social identity theory, high interrole conflict occurs when the work expectations and goals stipulated by the professional identity are not met by the employing organisation. This conflict may be resolved by a clear ordering of the disparate social identities, rather than by integrating them (Ashforth and Mael, 1989) . It is plausible to suppose that when professionals are highly committed to their profession, they may give priority to their professional role requirements when faced with a dilemma at work. By upholding professional values and ethics, they would have a clear direction concerning how to alleviate interrole conflict. One method is to modify organisational structure actively so as to provide more professional incentives and less organisational control (Wallace, 1993) . By clearly ordering the two social identities, they may better manage and adapt to the interrole conflict, and thus alleviate its negative impacts. In view of these arguments, then, we propose the following two hypotheses:
H3. Professional commitment will moderate the relationship between interrole conflict and job satisfaction. H4. Professional commitment will moderate the relationship between interrole conflict and propensity to leave.
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Sample and procedures
In total, 251 people participated in this study. The target respondents were people working in the accounting profession in Hong Kong. As a list of local accountants was not available, a single sampling frame was unattainable, so we collected data from three different sources. Such a sampling design encouraged a broader coverage of people working in the accounting profession, and so accountants from different backgrounds were included among the respondents. The first group of participants consisted of people working in the Certified Public Accountant (CPA) firms in Hong Kong. The second group consisted of the alumni of the School of Professional Accountancy of a local university. The final group of participants was contacted and recruited through the personal network of one of the authors who works in the accounting industry. Friends and colleagues of this author were contacted in order to obtain their referrals to potential respondents through a snowball sampling. The people eventually selected for this group were working either in CPA firms or in the accounting departments of other business organisations. Mailed questionnaires were used to collect data. The mailed package consisted of a cover letter specifying the purpose of the survey, a selfadministrated questionnaire, and a self-addressed stamped envelope. In order to assemble the first group of the sample, a letter inviting participation in the survey was first sent to the partners of 678 CPA firms in Hong Kong. A total of 30 firms agreed to participate and the names of 84 employees were obtained. The package was then sent to these employees directly. Eventually, 61 completed questionnaires were returned, representing a response rate of 73 per cent. The same package was mailed directly to the accounting alumni. Altogether, 406 questionnaires were sent out and 99 were completed and returned, representing a response rate of 24 per cent. To assemble the third group of participants, 120 questionnaires were sent out and 94 were returned, representing a response rate of 78 per cent.
Measurement
Interrole conflict. In previous research, this variable has usually been measured with a single item in Rizzo et al.'s (1970) general role conflict scale, and its psychometric properties cannot normally be determined (Brierley and Cowton, 2000; Pandey and Kumar, 1997) . In particular, King and King (1990) have pointed out that there was a deficit in the precision and clarity of the item statements which led to a concern over its content validity. Based on Rizzo et al.'s (1970) scale, we developed a four-item scale specifically to measure interrole conflict in the field of accounting. These four items were:
(1)``The expectations of my work behaviour and attitudes from my firm are incompatible with those from my profession.'' (2)``It is not easy to be`a good employee' of my firm and`an ideal professional accountant' at the same time.'' (3)``The work procedures and practices of my firm sometimes deviate from the standard practices of the profession.'' (4)``The way I do my work seems to be more accepted by my firm than by my profession.'' All items were anchored from``strongly disagree'' (1) to``strongly agree'' (5). This scale had an alpha value of 0.792 for the present sample, which demonstrates adequate reliability. Organisational identification. This variable was measured by using a fiveitem scale adapted from Mael and Ashforth (1992) . These items were anchored from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). The coefficient alpha reliability of this scale for the present sample was 0.835.
Professional identification. This variable was defined in the same way as organisational identification, but it measured an individual's level of identification with a particular profession, instead of an organisation. To ensure comparability, we measured this variable using a five-item Likert-type scale modified from the organisational identification scale discussed above. Specifically, we substituted the word``firm'' for the word``profession'' in scale items. This new scale had an alpha reliability of 0.802 for the present study.
Job satisfaction. This variable was measured by using a three-item Likerttype scale adapted from Seashore et al. (1983) . Alpha reliability of this scale was 0.832.
Propensity to leave. This variable was measured by using a three-item Likert-type scale adapted from Colarelli (1984) . The coefficient alpha reliability of this scale was 0.653.
Professional commitment. This variable was measured by using a three-item Likert-type scale. It was developed from Miner's (1981) scale of professional motive. The three items were:
(1)``Professional ethics provide good guidelines for work behaviour.'' (2)``I have very strong loyalty to my profession.'' (3)``I am proud to tell others that I am part of the accounting profession.''
The reliability coefficient for this new scale was 0.764 for the present sample. Sorensen and Sorensen, 1974) , sex (Chusmir and Parker, 1992) , and organisational and professional tenure (i.e. proxies for the influences of organisational and professional socialisation) (Lynn et al., 1996) to be related to the perception of interrole conflict. Hence these variables were treated as controls in our empirical models to avoid confounding the results. We also included a dummy variable (i.e. whether the response was from a CPA firm) in the regressions to control for the effect of different data sources.
Control variables. Prior research has shown organisational level (Haskins
Analysis
To test for the hypotheses, hierarchical regression models were employed. Separate analyses were conducted for job satisfaction and propensity to leave, Journal of Managerial Psychology 16,6 476 which were the two outcome variables in this study. All the control variables (including sample group, sex, job position, and professional and organisational tenure) together with the attitudinal variables (including professional identification, organisational identification, and professional commitment) were entered in the regression model in Step 1. Interrole conflict was entered in the second step. The interaction term of professional commitment and interrole conflict was entered in the final step. Such a step-wide design was used to test for the moderating effect of professional commitment on the relationship between interrole conflict and the two outcome variables (Baron and Kenny, 1986) . The hypotheses can be tested by examining the coefficients of variables as well as the increment in R 2 . Table I lists the basic descriptive statistics of the participants. Since the sample was drawn from three different sample frames, a series of one-way ANOVA and chi-square tests was performed to see if there was any systematic response bias due to the source of data. There were significant differences for the background variables of sex, organisational position, professional tenure, and organisational tenure. For the outcome variables, propensity to leave did not show any significant difference in response across the three groups. However, job satisfaction differed significantly for responses obtained from the CPA firms compared with those obtained from the other two groups (F = 3.48, p < 0.05). We thus included a dummy variable (i.e. a sample group) in the regression to control for the effect of data obtained from CPA firms. Table II shows the means, the standard deviations, and the intercorrelations among the research variables. Although most of the variables are significantly intercorrelated, none of the correlations exceeds 0.70, which is the criterion for multicollinearity. It should also be noted that interrole conflict was negatively correlated with job satisfaction (r = ± 0.34, p < 0.01) and positively correlated with propensity to leave (r = 0.24, p < 0.01). Table III presents the empirical findings of hierarchical regression analysis on job satisfaction, the first outcome variable. In Model 1, among the control variables, only the senior position was significant (b = 0.29, p < 0.01). This implied that respondents who were senior in the organisational hierarchy were more satisfied with their jobs. In addition, all attitudinal variables were found to be significant. Specifically, higher organisational identification (b = 0.44, p < 0.01) and lower professional identification (b = ± 0.16, p < 0.05) were related to higher levels of job satisfaction. Respondents who strongly identified with their organisations tended to be more satisfied with their jobs. In contrast, respondents who identified more with the profession reported less job satisfaction. Another notable finding in Model 1 was that professional commitment was positively related to job satisfaction (b = 0.17, p < 0.01). However, based on our discussion of H3, we predict that this variable plays a moderating role between interrole conflict and job satisfaction, rather than having a direct effect on job satisfaction. In Model 2, we found that interrole conflict was negatively related to job satisfaction (b = ± 0.14, p < 0.05). Thus, H1 was confirmed. Model 3 provides a test for the interaction effect of professional commitment. Although the coefficients for professional commitment and interrole conflict had changed and become insignificant, the coefficient of their interaction term was not statistically significant (b = 0.28, p > 0.10). Moreover, the increment in R 2 due to the interaction term was also not significant ( R 2 = 0.003, F = 1.17, p > 0.10). In other words, H3 cannot be accepted. It seems that professional commitment did not serve as a moderator between interrole conflict and job satisfaction. Table IV presents the results of the hierarchical regression analysis on propensity to leave, which is the other outcome variable in this study. In Model 1, among the control variables, only professional tenure was marginally significant (b = ± 0.14, p < 0.10). Among the attitudinal variables, organisational identification was found to be negatively associated with the outcome variable (b = ± 0.35, p < 0.01). This finding implied that respondents who identified less with their organisations were more likely to leave. In Model 2, we found that interrole conflict was positively related to propensity to leave, though the effect was merely significant at a level of 0.1 (b = 0.29, p < 0.10). In view of this result, H2 received moderate support. In Model 3, when the interaction term of professional commitment and interrole conflict was entered, 11. Propensity to leave 2.92 0.84 ± 0.08 ± 0.04 ± 0.15* ± 0.20** ± 0.14* ± 0.11 ± 0.34** 0.24** ± 0.18** ± 0.64** Notes: N ranges from 248 to 251; two-tailed Pearson correlation coefficients are reported; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
Results and findings
we found a significant change in R 2 of the model ( R 2 = 0.01, F = 4.11, p < 0.05). The coefficient of the interaction term was also statistically significant (b = ± 0.59, p < 0.05). In addition, the coefficient for interrole conflict turned out to be significant at a level of 0.05 (b = 0.63, p < 0.05). Taken together, these findings suggested that professional commitment had a moderating effect on the relationship between interrole conflict and propensity to leave. Thus, H4 was supported. To explore the interaction effect further, we followed the suggestion made by Cohen and Cohen (1983) that the interaction be plotted Notes: N = 246; standardised coefficients (betas) are reported; *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01 480 graphically. Figure 1 shows the relationship between interrole conflict and propensity to leave at different levels of professional commitment. It is clear that respondents who were less committed to their profession were more likely to leave their organisations when they experienced a high level of interrole conflict than those who were more committed to their profession.
Discussion and conclusion
The study of interrole conflict and its consequences has been one of the most common areas of research on professional workers. In this study, we examined the relationships between interrole conflict and job satisfaction and between interrole conflict and propensity to leave by analysing a sample of professional accountants employed in Hong Kong firms. Consistent with the existing literature, we found that interrole conflict had a negative relationship on job satisfaction and a positive relationship on propensity to leave. In addition, we found that professional commitment acted as a moderator between interrole conflict and propensity to leave. Respondents who had a low level of professional commitment were more likely to quit their jobs when they experienced a high level of interrole conflict than those who had a high level of professional commitment. The latter were less likely to leave their organisation because of such type of interrole conflict. The present study differs from earlier work in two ways. First, we assessed the effect of professional commitment on the outcome variables as a moderator, and, by doing so, extended the literature. Second, in our empirical model, we controlled for some important factors (including organisational and professional tenure, and organisational and professional identification) that might affect the relationship between interrole conflict and the outcome variables, as previous research suggests (Brierley, 1999) . This makes our findings more persuasive than those of earlier studies. Nevertheless, several limitations of this study should be noted. First, crosssectional data were used, so the time sequence of the relationships among the variables cannot be determined unambiguously. Second, all the measures of the independent and dependent variables were obtained from the same source, at Moderating effect of professional commitment on the relationship between interrole conflict and propensity to leave the same time, and using similar scaling procedures. Thus, common method variance may have magnified the strength of some relationships. Third, as prior research has yielded no appropriate operationalisation for some of the variables in our study, we had to develop our own measures or modify some of the related measures. Although the new scales, such as interrole conflict and professional commitment, demonstrated adequate psychometric properties in terms of reliability and convergent validity, further validation is needed. The final limitation concerns our sample, which came from three different sources. We employed a non-random sampling method and to control potential bias of the sampling source we introduced a dummy variable into our statistical analysis. However, it would be more desirable to have a single sample frame from which all respondents could be randomly drawn.
This study has some important implications for management. Job satisfaction and staff turnover have often been two major concerns of human resource managers of accounting firms (Brierley, 1999) . This is particularly true for accounting firms in Hong Kong, which tend to have a high rate of turnover (The Hong Kong Accountant, 1998) . Our findings revealed that interrole conflict was a major source of job dissatisfaction and propensity to leave among local professional accountants. Organisations, therefore, should try to reduce interrole conflict by means of better job design and clear work expectations that are aligned with professional values and ethical codes. Workshops and seminars should also be organised to train professional accountants to deal with interrole conflict in a positive way. Moreover, since professional commitment was found to help alleviate the negative impact of interrole conflict on propensity to leave, it is important for organisations to reinforce the professional commitment of accountants.
A major contribution of the present study is that it identifies an important moderator between interrole conflict and propensity to leave. Further studies might explore other possible moderators, such as trust, organisational commitment, and certain individual personality variables. To clearly understand the complex causal relationships involved, a longitudinal study is required. Finally, more studies should also be carried out to examine the impact of interrole conflict on other professionals, such as lawyers, medical practitioners, and university professors. These studies could definitely enhance our understanding of the nature and outcomes of interrole conflict among professionals in different contexts.
